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ABSTRACT

At its national convention, NCTE questioned whether
composition can be taught at all. A synthesis of some recent research
and theory offers a new perspective from whick to analyze the problen
and to propose some solutions to it. It suggests that the composing
process can be analyzed into its component skills and that these
skills can be taught according to khown principles of learning. A
statepent Oor a communicacion will result vhen the composing process
is finished. Conposition means the act of putting toygether in
coherent rclationship. Composing has a perceptual, conceptual and an
expressive dizxension. 1hese three dimensions tend to be cyclical. A
nodel shows the steps in the process ot composing. The first line »f
steps in the model has a s*rong perceptual base. 9)nce a focus,
however broad, has been seiected, progress is dependent upoh the
individval's ability to perceive ever tiner discriminations and
associations. Almsost sinultaneously with the development of
perception, 2 parallel conceptual developaent must occur. In view of
the model presented above, composing is not being taught. Focus on
the conpleted whole has led to ignoring the prerequisite processes.
Hovever, if teachers can be led to create appropriates perceptual and
conceptual learning situations, it may becme possible tor
compposition to be taught. (CK)
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Or Composition Can Be Taught If...

by Robert E. Shutes

That UHCTE should,‘at its national convention, question whether
composition can be taught at all, is both sobering and challenging. It
is sobering becauvse it ref .cts how little progress we have made in

decades of strenuous effort to improve the teaching of composition. It

is challenging becavse it suggests a willingness to entertain any reasonable

alternative to the methods so far tried.

A syuthesis of some recent re;earch and theory offers a new
perspective from which to analyze the problem and to propose some
solutions to it. It suggests that composition involves more than
expression, that the composing process can be analyzed into its component
skills, and that these skills can be taught according to known principles
of learning. It also suggests that the steps involved in composing are to
some degree sequential and that its dimenslions in%2ract with cach other.
As a result, it suggests that the problems of teaching ccmposition match
almost one for one the pioblems of learning to compose.

It was that set of ideas that [ meant to suggest in the title of
this article. The.quotation marks are intended to imply --at a statement,
or communication, will result when the composing process is finished.

What is inside the quotations, however, is meant to suggest that the
communication is not generated instantaneously, compiete and polished,
in a single burst of creative effort. Rather it begins with puzzlement

or curiosity (?), which may or may not lead to the discovery of purpose
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and insight (*#). Even 1if puirose is identified and an insight
gained. however, still other cbstacles stand between them and success-
ful expres:ion. And once the statament itself is completed (!), it
will not necessarily coﬂform to the conventions of written language
suggested by all the punctuation marks that make up the title.

Before looking at whether composition can be taught, then, it

is necessary to look again at what composition is.

What is Composition?

Composition means ''the act of composing,' or more precisely,

"the act of putting together," or still more precisely, ''the act of
. vtting together in coherent relationship."” Despite its derivation,
however, the connotation of the noun form of "corpuse" lLias come to
stress the completed product rather than the act of its creation.
Whether we talk about reading a written composition or listening to
a musical composition, we imply a finished whole. When we discuss
the composition of a palnting, a photograph, or some chemical product,
we refer vo the components of an already finished identity.

The consequences of our use of the term ""composition” in reference
to writing are profound. Robdert Zoel‘ner1 points out quite correctly
that it distracts our attention from the act of composing to the

completed artifact. Quite logically, this leads us to put our attention

1Robert Zoellner, "Talk-Write: A Behavioral Pedagogy for
Composition,” College English, Vol. 30 (January, 1969), 267-320. See
esp. pp.269-270,
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nn results and outputs rather th-n on causes and inputs. James
Moffer.t2 argues that this, in turn, orients us to contents that
students learn about rather tnan to skills that students learn how
to use. In shorc, the semantic charge of the tewm ''conposition"
prompts our attention to product rather than to process. Perbaps
this is why our efforts to improve composition by teaching have
failed. We may have been teaching students about composition
rather than teacﬁing them how to compose.

To insure that this discussion does not fall into the same trap,

let us focus attention at the outset ca the process of composing.

What is Composing?

_Composing is the process of putting things together in coherent
relationship. Note that such a delfinition does not limit us to verbal
expression. Composing can occur in any medium from the simple
manipulation §t physical objects to the consecious juxtaposition of
mental images, from the placing of pigient on canvas to the chiseling
of form out of stone, from the sequencing of musical notes ton the
positioning of people on & stage or playing field. A place setting of
silverware can be a composfition. The arrangement of furniture in a
room can be a composition. A square dance set is a compositicn. The

Power~I1 and the Wishbone-T formations are compositions. But behind

2
James Moffett, "A Structural Curriculum in English," Harvard
Educational Review, Vol. XXXVI (Winter, 1966), 17-28. See esp. pp:

19-20.
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even such mundane joinings of things stands the process of composing.
How many ceuturies of trial and error, of change and refinement, did
it taze to c0mpos§ ;he table setting for a banquet? And how many
axecutions and repetitions, modifications and substitutlions will it
take to compose a pass pattern that cannot be defended against?

As each of the foregoing examples suggests, composing consists of
a conscious act that satisfies some purpose. It results in soue
desired pxcduct,bbut the product cezn be neither capricious nor accidental
and still qualifx as a composition., Though fortuitous discovery or
sheer serendipity may produce a pleasing combination, without conscious
choice, it is at Lest a coincidence. Therefore, the act of composing
nust somehow be prompted or wmotivated. Whether he is faced with a
multiplicity of spontaneous stimuli or confronted with a specific
task, the iadividu~l composer must be motivated by internal curiosity
or need, prompteq by the ariangement of cues, or mcved by the desire
to imitate or communicate if a composition igs to result. It will be
w2ll to keep thié dimension in mind when we consider i ur past practice
in the teaching of ecomposition. In the long run, Hoffett3 is probably
right: the ultimate context for composition is somebody-talking-to-
somebody-else-about-something. And the motivation may derive from any

cf the three,

3bid., p. 20.
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In additign to the aspects so [ar described, composing has three
dimensions: a perceptual one, a conceptual one, arnd an expressive one.
They basically flow in that order, and in doing so, they tend to parallel
human development. Moréovcr, these three dimensions tend to be cyclical,
as suggested in Figure 1. Percepts lead to concepts, which, in turn,
lead to expresﬁion. ‘But the expression, once made, pushes the composer
to a closer perceptual 1lcok at hLis subject, a refinement of his inter-
pretation of it, and a change in his expression atout it. As a matter
of fact, these three dimensions of learning seem to be so inextricﬁgly
intertwined that, after some minimal point, perceptual, conceptual, and
verbal learning are mutually reinforcing and therefore mutually pre-

requisite to improvement in composing.

Figure 1.

\
\
~

Percepts Concepts

Expression)

Figure 2 suggests some of the Steps through -vhich the process of
composing must go. Let it be said at the outset that the stepé are more
theoretically than empirically conceived, though some of them have their
roots in reseafch on verbal learning and the rest are certainly related

to practical experience. "Each line is intended to imply a developmental
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Figure 2 Page 6
Some Possible Steps in the Process of Composing
I (A 1T __(B) _ 1III (C) v v (D)
Broad Mo ivd Facus Perception Conceptu- Predication
Range Prompt<{ 1.Broad <: Discrém. <§g al%zation, (sele?tion
of 2.Narrowed | Assoc, using of points of
Stimuli—3 Cue 3.Pin-pointed¢“Al.CGeneral {XA1.Labels |3 departure)
2.Specific 2.Relations l.vague,single
3.Detailed 3.CGenerali- 2.specific,
N zations narrow
3.explicit,com
L l P P c | prehensive E
- —— - " = i T
l VI Vi1 (E) VIIT (F) IX (¢ X (H)
Conceptual Verbal Approx.i Conceptual [DISCOVEIY of?,/ (Revisitation of |
completion of First Con- ‘ evaluatio Urndesired Steps IT-VII to |
of predica ceptual com- .| matching ]truncation L;z; liscover better
tion from pletion ¢ ;’verbal to oversimplifi-— point of depar-
orig.focus conceptual cation, etc. ture
& perceptsq E structureC{ P/C P/C
X1 XII (1) XIIT @)
Achievenment Conceptual Re- | Verbal Approx. P
of Insight; working of per- ! <; of refined con-
Generaliza- cepts, concept- ceptualization :>
tion that for better .
fits sequence, inter- (/
c relationship ¢l '\ | E
XIV %! (X) XVi
Elaboration Verbal Render- Conceptual evalu=-
raticnaliza~- ing of broaden- ation of written
tion of gen- ed conceptualil-~ version; discovery
eralization, zation; expanded = of omissions, repeti-_______

adding details,
examples, impli-

expression, more
illustrations,

 tions, inadequate
expressions, struc-
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Correcting Mechanics

cations completion of tures
c truncated pointsy q
XVii (L) XVIII XIX

Rewritten Proofreading Recalling
expression Conventions
correcting
inadequacies,
conforming 7
to conceptual )
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level, while cacﬁ jagged divider suggests a point of difficulty which
some students may not pass. The first 7 steps indicate a common
achievament 1 vel for the fixst six grades. Steps 8-13 represent an
ideal achievement level for the second six grades. Steps 14 and 15
represent the highest level achieved by most college siudents, waile
steps 16~20 are achieved by only a favored éew at any level., It is
interesting to note thau of the 20 steps suggested, only six fall into
the expressive dimension of composing.

The first liune of steps in the model has a strong perceprual base,
for refinement of perception is the composer's fundamental task. From
the broad range of stimuli that usually implnge upon hin, his fundamental
step is to celect those stimuli to which he will attend or oﬁ which he
will focus. To do that successfully; he needs to fezl a strong internal
motive or be assisted by some external prompt or cue. Without such
assistance, the composer is pa;alyéed, and he utters that all tco famjliar
statement: "I can't think cf ;nythiné‘;o write about.'" Basic to
instruction in compusing, then, is ;£e provisign of prompts to many

I [T

possible centers of focus, the provision of many strong ctimuli, and the

PR S SR N SR s [ P

reinforcing of all gestures towards focus.

el L i PRI . i

Jnce a focus, however broad, has been selected, progress is next

dependent upon the individual's ability to perceive ever finer discrim-

inations and associations. According to ‘.-iiller,4 the number of

QCeorge A. Miller, ''The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two:
Some Limits on our Capacity for Processing Information," Psychological
Review, Vol. 63 (1956), 81-97.
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simultaneous discriminations people can make ranges from five to nine

with the average falling at seven. Beyond that nurber the individua.

~

~ must group his discrete perceptions into larger categories in order

O
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to handle them. For the young child, the successful discrimination

of two to five percepts is a significant accomplishment. The older

child will need prompts to discover higher order categories in which
to group larger numbers of perceptions.

Almost simultaneous with the development of perception, a parallel
conceptual development must occur. According tn Vygotsky,5 concept
developmant is strongly dependent upcn verbal development.l That 1is,
in order for a concept to becume a useful abstraction, it needs to
find embodiment in langusge. Thus, the building of vocabula%y is
equally as important as the development of perceptual skills, for
without words to deséribe or name perceptions, the compouser is qtopped
at Point C cn the model. He cannot express what he perceives. If he
has the beginning concepts and the languige to go with them, he may-
then take Step S’and make some kind of statement about what he nas
perceived. And this, in turn, presupposes some bacic familiarity witl
word order, which is itself the product of innumcrable perceptions.

S£eps 2 through 5, from focus through predication, can and probably
must be vepeated many times at increasingly precise and therefore more

complicated levels of performance. The first-grader may say: "We‘)%nt

5Lev Semenovich Vygotsky, Thought and Language (Cambridge, 1S02),
PP« 33-51.
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to the zoan.'" The third-grader may say: '"We went to the zoo and saw

' A sixth-grader may attain: '"Last Thursday ‘¢ visited

the animals.'
the zoo to look at the rifferences between the many an/: als and birds."
In these basic starting statements one c¢an see a refinement of focus
from broad to pinpointed and a refinement of statement {rom vague to
explicit and comprehensivz, One can also see the growth in perceptual
and conceptual skills that lead toward the ability to guneralize.

Tt is important to note that the nature of these .p-ain; state-
ments determines what direction succeeding statements will take, and
how far they will go. The young child who says: "We went to the zoon,"
has told his whole story at once. Without prompts, he has nothing
else to say. The child who says: 'We went to the 200 and saw the

animals,' can talk about. the trip and the animals. By contrast, the
sixth grader's stztement: ‘''Last Thursday our class visited the zoo
to look for differences between the many animals and birds there,”
has opened the way for himself to discuss at length the difierinces
he discoveved, and, in the process, to name all the animals he saw.
Thus, the capstone learning in Line 1 would be the discovery that
certain opening statenents encourage further composing while others
discourage it. The child who fails to meke that discovery may b«
stopped at Pe¢int B. When he has written one sentence, he has said
about all he is able to say.

Two last comments need to be made atout the steps in Line 1.

First, Moffett suggests a potentially powerful way of building the

perceptual and conceptual skills which stand behind fruitful initial

9
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predication. It is the exploration of "all the relations that

might exist betw2en the student and a subject, and between 'iim and a

speaker or listcner.”6 Developing such a flexibility of perspective
p

through role-playing should promote essential perceptual sensitivity.
Second, the refinement of the perceptual process should influence the
balance students achieve between their ceunter of focus and the
remainder of their perceptual field. When their focus includes the
whole field, as it semems to in youug children, it proves too over-
wnelming to say much about. TIf the focus is too close, important
reiationships befween fhe subject and other dimensions of the field
are ignored, and predication is limited in a different way. Only when
a balance betveen the center of focus and the surrounding objects or
ideas is aciiieved are the relationships open to exploration and state-
ment. As Moffett suggests,7 achizving such a perceptual fluency
requires nany experiments with different roles and relationships;
therefore, we must insure that motivation continues and that students
are encouraged rather than discouraged until the experimenting is
complete.

The second level of difficulty begins with Step VIII and proceeds

through several pnssible bharrler points to Step XITi. It begins with

Sop.cit., p. 24.

7g2.g1£., Pp. 23-26.

10
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the conceptual evaluatiun (Step VIII) of che development implicit in
the initial predication and its translation into verbal expressions’/
(Steps VI aad VII). That expression customarily fails to carry fully
the details and relationships or the conceptual interpr.:tation of them
achieved in earlier steps. For the student whose perceptual, conceptual,
or languﬁge development is still limited, this is nevertheless a
significant achievement; for some it may be the ultimate limit of their
skill in composing. They deserve reward for their accomplishment and
will need reinforcement to keep at the composing process. Those who
are ready to go beyond this peint will now turn their conceptual

powers on their own expression, evaluating how well it matches theilr
perceptual and conceptual grasp of the subject.

From this point on, trouble looms on every hand. It is one thing
to percelve that a piece of expression does not say what one intended,
but it is quite another to figure out why. Often, it results from
the perspective chosen in the initial predication; that is, the writer
simply picks the wrong starting point and can never move smoothly from
there to the total Cestalt he intends to express. But how subtle a
matter this is, involving as it does both perceptual-conceptual content
apart from expression and perceptual-conceptual content embedded in
expression that has a structure and weaning of its own! Hence, though
the student may be aware that his expression s unsatisfactory, he may
not be able to determine where the inadequacy lies. If ﬁe cannot, he
is blocked from improving it. And not until much later in his develop-

ment is he likely to discover thac by experimenting with iis expression

11
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he may help himself clarify his thought. For the momen: he is through
with composing.

If he is able to discover the point of inadequacy, he can retrace
Steps II-VII several times in seawch ol u better point of departure.
But again, he may or may not succeed in achieving the insight or
generaiization that can form a fruitful orening piedication. If he
fails, he is stopped. If he succeeds, he can now reword his ¢ accptu-
alization and, if he has the vocatulary and structures available,
rewrite his expression of it, selecting more coherent elements,
smoothing their sequence, and including the key relationships between
them.

For the vast majority of people, this represents the high.st
level of developmenﬁ they can (or will) achieve in composing skill,

It reflects only two of the four motives Calitri8 ascribes to human
language use, the autistic and the commuicative, or the desire to
Please self and the desire to transfer a thought or feeling to some-
one else. It is significant that Calitri's other two motives, analytic
and aesthetic, can only come into play after this level of skill has
been achieved.

The remaining steps (XIV~XX) suggest another cyclical process ¢f
refinenent of both idea and expression which may finally terminate in”~

a concern for the physical appearance of the completed composition.

tharles J. Calitri, "“A Structure for Teaching the Language Arts,™
larvard Educational Review, Vol. XXXV (Fall, 1965), 481-491.

12
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Within this cycle, too, the composer may be able to identify inadequacies
conceptually without being able to correct them expressively. Only

when he is satisfied on both counts, however, does he have sufficient
concern for the details of graphic presentation to botiier with proof-
reading and the ccrrection of departures from convention; prior to

that time, he is too preoccupied with the problems of composing itself.
Indeed, there is considerable question as to whether proofreading

and the correction of mechan -1 erroxs have anything to dq witih the
process of composing at all.

To summarize, then, the process of composing involves complex
interactions ¢f three dimensions: perceptual, conceptual, and
expressive. Rather than being a stricily linear learning process,
composing is apparently broken down into approximately three cycles,
each of which must be repeated many times until a skill plateau is
reached from which it is possible to launch into the next cycle.
Whether there are additional cycles beyond those described must
remain for the moment a matter of conjecture. Suffice it to say,
that even within the third cycle, increasingly higher orders of skill
may be achieved. Unless the skill plateaus are attained, however, the
student cannot move from the first cycle to the seconl and the second
to the third, and may, in fact, be stopped between stepc within any
cycle. Many of the skil's involved are not enboaied directly in
expression, but must be developed apart from writing itself. And
finally, the whole process is so intricate and demanding thac one

needs stvong motivation to keep at the task.

ERIC 13

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



e S

O

Page 14

Can Composing Be Taught?

Havirg examined some of the dimensions of the composing process,
it is now time to examine their implications for teaching. Reflection
on the perceptual and conceptual steps in the model, in particular,
suggests that the dJevelopment of composing skill is strongly related
to general intellectual development. It may be, as Stephen Judy
suggests, '"...that writing skill may be developed naturalisticaliy,
that writing is something learned through experience rather than through
direct instruction."9 This implies, in turn, that a good share of
what we could call t=aching ia tlis context will consist of insuring
a continual opportunity to amass the perceptual and concepfual
experiences prevejuisite to expression. Even if composing cannot be
taught directly, the teacher can arrange systematically those experiences
that will make its development possible.

A second implization we may draw from the cbvious complexity of
the composing process 1s a primary need for compelling motivation to
keep the learner at the task. This can be developed from withiq the.
individual, tapping his curiosity, feeding his pleasure in play, and
encuuraging his desire to please himself, or jL can proceed from ou£-
side the individual, in thg znvironment created by the teacher. I1lnter-

esting paintings, photographs, sculptures, music, or artifacts can be

9Stephen Judy, "The Search for Structures in the Teaching of
Composition," English Journal, Vol. 59 (Fall, 1970), 213-218.,
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arranged to engage his ;ttention and prompt practice at perceptual
discrimination. Real and simulated situations may be created in which
the student explores the dimensions of relationship and practices

the language of anger, happiness, curiosity, friendship, strangeness,
and countless other feelings and conditions. In this context the
power of Mof{ett‘s prﬁposal for a dramatic focus in language learning
asserts itself.10 Within the natural structure of dialogue, monologue,
and soliloquy, one can explore the many dimensions of the I-you-it
relationships by playing the various roles. Thus, he can achieve many
critical insights in relative security and with comfortable effort.

If sustaining strong motivation is important, it is equally
important that nothing in the teaching-learning situation should
discourage involvement or make the task seem too complicated or
forbicding. It was, I believe, Jercme Bruner who said, "School should
be the safest place to make a mistake." I would add that within the
school, the composing class shoﬁld be the safest place of aill If we
evaluate the expression of students who are wrestling with perceptual
and conceptual problems on the basis of the wechanical errors their
expression contains, we are fundamentally denying the validity of their
concerns. Having presented them with one task, we are evaluating them
on the basis of a different one. If we ask them to try a new kind of

expression in order to learn how to do it, it is not fair to evaluate

10James Moffett, A Student-Centered Languege Arts Curriculum,

Crades K-13: A Handtook for Teachers (Boston, 1968).
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them as if they already knew how. Tn short, we shculd not evaluate
them at Step XIII when they have only aftained Step VII. Such
responses from the‘teacher are uniformly discouraging; rather than
keeping the student at th. ... - and excited about it, they puzzle
and frustrate him. A better strategy would be to respond to the
message that is there, in a collaboratiQe rather than an evaluative
stance, to help the student to identify the points of difficulty,
and to suggest better ways of looking or structuring expression.

A third implication suggested by the model is the need for
many trials in order for learning to take place. Obvinusly many of
these trials need to occur at the perceptual or conceptual levels
rather than at the expressive level, Thus, when we insist that all
the trials be undertaken in writing, we build in the physical labor
of creating printed products which we know ahead of time must be
discarded. To the student, this seems like wasted effort. It is
not until one reaches the bottom of the model that he can joyously
or at least stoically discard inadequate pieces of writing. Before
that level, when we ask a student to discard the fruits of labor we
have asked him to undertake, it is as though we kick to pieces the
sandcastle we lLave just encouraged him to build. This fact leads us
back again to the utility of the oral component of Moffett's drama

based curriculum.11 We do not associate the sanme sense of labor with

ERIC 16
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speaking as we do with writing. As speach is spontaneous, f. 2dback
can be immediate and a new trial can follow directly. Ry substituting
oral for written practice, then, we can increase the amount of composing
behavior, we can make it safe to make a mistake and possible to try again
immediately, and we can avoid the sense of wasted effort. By the same
token, the teacher can avoid treating a learning process as if it were
a finished product and keep his attentioa focused on helping the
student learn how to compose instead of on extraneous matters like
mechanics.

There is still another value to be gained through oral practice.
As Robert Zoellner has so aptly pointed cut,12 oftentines students are
better able to speak their thoughts than they are to write them. 1In
discussing what they meant in what they wrote, they are able to make
perfectly clear what came out garbled, or with a drastically different
meaning, in writing. He suggests that ttere may be "significant numbers
of students who have been taught - or conditioned to - a behavioral
pattern of responses to the writing situa:ion which involves the
conscious or unconscious disscciation of what the student really thinks
on the one hand from what he actually writes on the other."13 dence,
Zoellner priposes a talk-write rather thaa a think-write sequence in

the composing process., What this really means is a think-talk-write

125.cit., pp. 270-274.

L31p14d., p. 273.
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sequence, or in terms of the model described above, a rapid series of
cyclings through perception, conception, and oral expression preceding a
final cycle that leads to written expression. |

Within such a situational context, Zoellner brilliantly illustratee
the applicability of seven principles of Aperent conditioning to the
COmposing‘process.14 The principles are: 1) concentrate on the individual
organism; 2) build from the naive behavioral repertory; 3) work with
f-eely emitted behavior; 4) insure high frequency of response; 5) insure
low duration of response; 6} reinforce desired responses immediately,
and 7) shape behaviur through intermediate specification of purpose.
Without attempting to summarize Zoellner's full discussion of the re-
lationship between those principles and the composing process, let me
quickly point out their immediate relevance to this discussion. The
first principle provides one basis for motivation, individual attenticn.
The second and third prompt us t; avoid discouraging students from
composing through presenting them with tasks that are beyond them or of
no interest to them and instead allowing them to operate spontaneously
at the level they are able and with content that is intrinsically
motivating. The fourth supports the notion of oral practice as opposed
to written since in oral practice we can insure high frequency of
respoﬁses, whereas in written practice we cannot. The fifth helps us
to insure thag the investment in a particular response is not too great

to discourage students from discarding it. The sixth again favors oral

lalbid., p. 278ff.

18
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practice since oral responses can be reinforced immediately, while
written responses rannot. And the seventh fccuses our attention on
the shaping of little bits of behavior where the difficulties occur
and where learning can take place, and helps us avoid trying to shape
many kinds of behavior, such as would be found in a three hundred word
composition, for example, simultaneously.

Stress on oral practice leads inevitably to a focus on communica-
tion, which can be of itself a strong motivating force for composing.
If we are judicious in the selection of learning experiences, oral
communication allows us initially to broaden the audience for which the
student composes, gives him multiple practical feedback sources for
the effectiveness of his communication, and, as a result of both of the
foregoing, multiplies his opportunities for practice. Two writers have
spoken recently about the motivational valne g&-oral exchange. H. R.
WOlf15 described the power of the group dynamic to overceme individual
reticence toward composing. Gecrge Elliot,16 despite his pessimism
about the possioility of identifying the components of the writing
process, described how a sense of community in a class can promote -
easy interaction and a kind of communion about common concerns. He

also noted the creativity inherent in spontaneous communication, even

ISH. R. Wolf, "Composition and Group Dynamics: The Paradox of
Frecdom," College English, Vol. 30 (March, 1169), 441-444.

16George P. Elliott, "Teaching Writing," College English, Vol. 31
(November, 1969), 123-133.
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for the teacher. In describing a particularly successful class, he
states, '"At thé moment of talking I was discovering something worth
discovering, and I was doing this because of the people I was talking
to, for them and for myself at once.”17
A fifth implication is that responses to individual efforts at

composing must relate directly to the focus on which the composition is
sighted and to the problems of capturing thac focus in language. That
is, the teacher should reinforce the exploration of the poiut of
ingerest and raise questions about the completeness or adequacy of the
communication in terms of his understanding of it. 1In other words, if
the statement is too narrow he should ask, "Is your interest really in
A, or is it in B?" 1If the statement is ambiguous, he should ask, 'Do
you really mean C or do you mean D?" Under no circumstances should he

write in the margin "awkward," or "meaning not :lear.”

His response
should be a communication to the writer as a receiver of the communica-
tion, not as a critic of it. TInstead of merely pointing out to the
student where a problem exists, a teacher should point out possible
solutions to it., Sometimes, this will mean going clear back to the
original predicaticn or opening statement; other times, it will mean
merely pointing out other development routes the student might have
chosen but which he has overlooked.

A sixth iwmplication is that students can learn a great deal about

composition from inadequate efforts already completed by other people.

171bid., p. 127,

20



Page 21

Without having to generate composition himself, he can profit by the
mistakes of others. This is, of course, readily brought about in oral
exchange, but it can also be done through the study of written products
originated by others. The key to profit in this kind of study is the
raising of perceptual and conceptual questions inadequately dealt with
in the wricing sample.

A seventb impilcation is that teachers nead to recognize that
students take differential amounts of time to engage in and compizte
the composing process. To set strict time limits, indiscriminately
applied to everyone, is to insure that certain students will not be
able to complete the assigned task. This irrelevant constraint may
well alter their view of both the reasorableness of the task and of
their capacity to respond to it. As a result, their production may
reflect considezably less capacity than they have and their self-concept
in regard to conposing may t2 diminished when, with more time, it might
have been enhanced. In short, physiéal arrangements allowed for the
process of composition must provide for the expression of individual
differences.18

A last, but certainly not final, implication is that instruation
in composing should be completely divorced from instruction in the
conventions of written language. 1In the‘first place, the written

conventions reflect none of the composer's concerns in composing. In

18See Stephen Judy, Op.Cit., p. 216f.
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the second place, they distract both the teacher's aad the studentc's
attention from the problems of composing. In the thircd place, they
confuse two entirely separate proctesses, and hence deplete the
effectiveness of instruction in each. Finally, they confuse the basis
for evaluation, and more often than not, substitute an inappropriate
set of criteria for an appropriate and helpful set of audience respunses.
The foregoing comments do not begin to include all the specific
implications that can be drava from the model of the composing process
presented above. At best, they suggest only some major areas of concern.
Hopefully, they will also suggest some fruitful areas for additinnal
exploratior. and discourage further effort i{n areas already shown to have

little or no value in changing composing habits,

Have Ve keen Teaching Composing?

The summaries of research by Meckel,l9 Sherwir,20 and Braddock21

in the area of composition cumu’a:ively reveal that previous efforts lie
largely outside the model propose s i1 this article. They begin with
stress on the teaching of the traditional grammar (which has been

repeatedly shown to have little effect on writing), extend into the areas

19Hemy C. Meckel, "Research on Teaching Cn-posicion and Literature"
in N. L. Gage, ed., Handbook of Research on Teaching (Chicago, 1963), 966-
1006.

ZOJ. Stephen Sterwin, Four Problems in Teaching English: A Critique

2‘R:lchard Braddock, ''Inglish Composition' in Robert L. Ebel, ed.,
Enc.clopedia of Educationa! Research, Fourth Edition, (London, 1949), pp.
443-461.
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of diagramming and usage (which have also failed to produce significant
differences in writing), and project onward into the impact of modern
grammar, frequency of writing, stringency of grading, and the presenta-
tion of units on stryle, rhetoric, logic, and semantics. Frequency of
writing alone has been amply demonstrated to have little effect on the
quality of composing.22 Though little research has been done on the
impact of units on style, logic, rhetoric, and semantics, it is fairly
e .77 to show that “hese unitc represent more learning about writing
than learning how to write.

Though Jimnumerable hours have been invested by English teachers,
in the correction of compositions, it is questionablie whether those
hours have actually assisted students to deepen their understanding of
the process of cornnosing. All too often the correction process has
focused upon deviations from mechanical convention, has failed to
respond to the message implicit in the composition itse.f, and has
contributed iittle or nothing to students' insight into the composing
problems they were experiencing. The net impact, then, has been to
discourage rather than encourage and motivate further writing, to

substitute an irrelevant set of rules for a germaiune set of assistances,

22See J. Stephen Sherwin, 0p.Cit., pp. 157-16€.

23James voffett, "A Structural Curriculum in English", Harvard
Educational Review, Vol. XXXVI (Winter, 1966), 20-22.
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and to reinforce a conformity in the externzls of expression rather
than to encourage a more ¢ritical experimentztion with the internats of
expression.

In view of the model presented above, it would appear that we have
not been teaching composing at atl. If anything, we have been discouraging
it. With our focus on the completed whole we have failed to give help
on the prerequisite processes. In short, we have no* been teaching

composition,out something else altogether.

Can Teszhers be Taught To Teach Composing?

Whether practicing or prospective teachers, who have been exposed
for years to an irrelevant and debilitatiny approach to composing , can
be retrained into a positive and helpful stance is surely questionable.
Whather exposure to a different paradigm of composing skills will of
itself change their behavior is also questionable. The best antidote
to inadequate procedures would seem to be the experiencing of a new
orientation. That is, instead of learning about the different orientation,
they would need to experience the process itself. Through self-
conscious discovery, tney might be led to apply their own experience to
the way they teach their students. |If they merely work harder at the
old approaches, it is dubious whether composing can be taught. If they
can be led to create the appropriate perceptual and conceptual learning
situations and the non-evaluative expressive situations implied by the
research and theory herein summarized, it seems possible that they can
create a new urder of composing skill and a commitment to successful
communication.
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